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GEORGE STEELE
Architect and Builder of the Nineteenth Century
by
F. Charles Vaughn, Jr.
George Gilliam Steele was an architect and builder of uncommon
talent, in Huntsville, A labam a, during the second quarter o f the nine
teenth century. Very little is known of Steele’s early life, but through
his buildings, he left records o f the achievements of his adult years.
Steele’s early works were in the prevailing Federal style and are very
similar to the designs of many other architects o f the period.
However, he was affected by the Classical Revival movement in a r
chitecture, in which Greek and Rom an forms were used in new ways in
American buildings. He began to experiment with the new style, at
first making extensive use of builders’ pattern books. But after he
became com fortable with Classical details, his designs became more
and more original and he relied less extensively on books. Steele was
obviously the leading architect and builder in the Huntsville area, for
he was selected to design and build such im portant public buildings as
the second M adison County Courthouse and the State Bank of
A labam a as well as many o f the city’s finest residences. Steele’s con
tributions to the architecture o f the Huntsville area are indeed im
mense.
According to family papers, George Gilliam Steele was born in
Bedford County, Virginia, in 1798, the son of George Steele and Sally
Gilliam Steele.1 Legend has it that the family into which he was born
was quite prestigious; his father was supposed to have served under
General W ashington during the Revolutionary W ar.2 George was the
family’s fourth child, and his m other died either during his birth or
soon afte r.3 His father married Polly Baker of Bedford County and
moved his family to Botetourt County, Virginia, where another child
was born in 1802. Very little is actually known o f Steele’s childhood in
Virginia. Family papers indicate that young George served as a private
in the Tennessee militia during the W ar o f 1812.4 Even less can be
determined with certainty about the young m an’s education. Neither
the University o f Virginia, W ashington and Lee University, nor
Hampden-Sydney College have any record of a student named George
Steele. Since these are the only three colleges in Virginia which were
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established during this period, one must assume that Steele did not
receive his architectural training in the formal fashion. M ore likely he
served as an apprentice to a builder in Virginia and there learned the
rudim ents o f architecture.5
Steele apparently moved to Huntsville in 1818; a very plausible
story indicates that he came in the company of William Fleming,
another prom inent Huntsvillian, also from Botetourt County,
Virginia.6 The United States Census figures tend to support the story
(or at least to confirm that Steele left Virginia prior to 1820). The cen
sus shows the num ber o f members o f each household who were white
males, white females, and slaves. The figures are further broken down
according to age. In 1810, the Steele household in Virginia was listed
as having one male member in the ten-sixteen age bracket (George
Steele would have been twelve at the time). In 1820, however, there
were no sixteen to twenty-five-year-old white males in residence
(Steele would have been twenty-two in 1820).7 This would indicate
that he had left home prior to the date o f the latter census.
The earliest reference placing George Steele in the Huntsville area
is in a deed dated 1822. In describing the boundaries of a parcel of
land bought by the trustees o f Greene Academy, mention is m ade of
“ George Steele’s brick y ard .” 8 Thus, Steele must have arrived in the
area sometime prior to 1822 in order to make preparations and begin
producing bricks. A nother early reference is Steele’s marriage license,
dated December 23, 1823.9 He was m arried in Huntsville to Eliza Ann
Weaver of Campbell County, Virginia.10 Soon after that date, Steele’s
nam e appears on the deed books o f M adison County quite frequently.
He bought land from Leroy Pope in 1824, and from that time until his
death in 1855, he was involved in a num ber o f land transactions in the
Huntsville area."
Steele grew quite wealthy from his building endeavors and from
land speculation. His prosperity is indicated by the houses he built for
himself and by the fact that all seven of his children were educated (the
three girls at proper finishing schools and the four boys at the Univer
sity o f Virginia and the University o f A labam a).12 In fact, at least one
o f his sons held a professional degree.13 M oreover, Steele’s wealth is
indicated by the size o f the estate which he left to his family. At the
time o f his death, Steele owned three pieces of property on the public
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square, lots on Randolph, C linton, and California Streets totalling at
least ten acres, and property in the “ country” near Maple Hill

Cemetery totalling thirty acres.14 According to a schedule o f property
attached to his will, he owned seventy-four slaves valued at over
seventy thousand dollars.15 Among these slaves were skilled stone
cutters, bricklayers, plasterers, and carpenters whom he used in his
building projects. Some o f these slaves carried a value of as much as
two thousand dollars each. In addition, Steele left to his family his
own impressive home, Oaks Place, and 320 acres surrounding it.
In order to understand and appreciate the architecture of George
Steele, one must place his works in historical perspective. At the time
that Steele began to design and construct buildings in Huntsville, the
Federal style was far and away the prevailing style throughout the
United States. Federal architecture is characterized by multi-storey
buildings of square or rectangular ground plan with simple, flat
facades. D ecoration is usually minimal, and if it appears, is usually at
the cornice. Customarily, a symmetrical arrangem ent o f five bays
across the front of the structure is present. The usual room arrange
ment consists of two rooms to either side of a central hall. Smaller
Federal houses were designed with three bays across the front and
usually consisted o f two rooms front to back with a stair hall to one
side. However, the windows and doors were arranged so that the
symmetry o f the exterior was still preserved.
Architects in the cultural centers o f the United States were begin
ning to rebel against the Federal style even as George Steele was
designing his first buildings based on this model. One o f the reasons
for the shift in taste was undoubtedly that some of the older, more
established areas o f the country were simply ready for a change. In
addition, however, the W ar of 1812 had intensified American distaste
for Great Britain, so Americans did not want to continue to draw
upon an architecture rooted in the British trad itio n .16 They chose as a
replacement the impressive buildings o f ancient Greece and Rome.
Most felt that the ideals o f the classical civilizations were fitting for the
young American nation, and the buildings themselves were sufficiently
impressive to appeal to Americans engrossed in the idea of their
greatness and their potential in the world. However, as a Classical
Revival architect in Baltimore wrote, “ It is as much out o f the rule of
rationality to reinvigorate architecture by forcing it into an antique
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mold as to expect that...w e can bring back simplicity and innocence
by putting on the garments o f youth.” 17 This opinion was widely held,
and so American architects looked to the classics mainly for inspira
tion concerning detail—the proportion o f a column or design of an
order. They sought not to copy but to create within the ancient
fram ew ork.18 Greek and Roman culture had “ become the symbol of
all th at was free, refined, thoughtful and—especially—beautiful in
human life.” 19The beauty was derived as much from the ancient ideals
that the buildings stood for as from the buildings themselves.
With the rise o f the Classical Revival style came the increased
production of architectural handbooks, builder’s com panions, and
other similar books which served to spread building styles from the
cities outward into all areas o f the young nation. Though this type of
book had been published much earlier, its popularity grew enormously
with the spread of the Classical Revival movement. The increased
attention to detail necessary in the new style, coupled with the everwidening interest in architecture, explain the wide sales. Architects of
the first water, such as Asher Benjamin, Owen Biddle, and John
Haviland, sold countless copies of their books to architects and
builders throughout the country. The books contained descriptions of
correct building techniques useful in constructing houses from foun
dation to roof. In addition, and perhaps more im portant, they
contained excellent engravings illustrating correct classical orders and
details, and adaptations o f classical detail to such modern needs as
fireplaces and interior stairways. They also gave rules of proportion
for columns and entablatures as well as for door and window trim.
Asher Benjamin was probably the most successful o f these handbook
authors, producing seven different handbooks between 1797 and
1843. Several of his books even sold so many copies that they went
through several editions.
Though the widespread use of handbooks did result to some
extent in a standardization of architecture, standardization was not
necessarily an unfortunate occurrence. The standards set were high,
and thus, high architectural quality was assured throughout the United
States.20 In fact, standardization was to some degree prevented in the
South because the Classical Revival was so late in appearing.21 Those
who moved into the newly opening areas generally preferred the
Federal style which they had left behind in the older areas o f the
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E ast.22 Ann Royal’s account of Huntsville in 1818 presents the town as
a bustling place o f “ great splendor.” 23 Nonetheless, one m ay be
assured that the m ajority of local homes were in the older, more
conservative Federal style. Thus, when George Steele arrived in H unt
sville in 1818, he found a public most receptive to the Federal style,
and his earliest works reflected those preferences.
The Steele-Gaines House, 519 Randolph Street, which George
Steele built in 1824 as a home for his family, is unm istakably Federal
in character.24 The flat, three-bay facade with entrance door to one
side is characteristic o f the style. The Classical Revival details which
the house possesses were additions o f the 1840’s. The Feeney-Barber
House, 414 Randolph Street, constructed sometime between 1825 and
1832, is also a George Steele house o f similar Federal design.25 The
floor plan at the time of construction included but a single room and
side hall in each storey. This plan is also Federal, being one half o f the
typical small Federal house which was usually two rooms deep front to
back.
Still a third house which Steele built in the Federal style is the
Cabaniss House, 603 Randolph Street, constructed around 1832.24
Once again, each floor is made up o f two rooms front to back with a
hall to one side. The facade has three bays with the door located to the
side. However, even at this early date, Steele may have added two of
Asher Benjam in’s books to his library, for the plan of the second floor
of the Cabaniss House is remarkably similar to one o f the plates in
Benjam in’s N ew Sytem s o f Architecture,27 The Cabaniss House con
tains not only the usual two room s and hall, but also another small
room to be used as a study or bedroom created by walling o ff the front
part o f the hall. Furtherm ore, the stairway’s newel post is identical to
a newel post illustrated in Benjam in’s Practical H ouse Carpenter,28 In
addition, the fireplace mantels in the two parlors show the influence
of the Classical Revival. Both feature pilasters as a part of their
design.29 Those of the front or formal parlor are delicately fluted
while those o f the inform al parlor in the rear are plain.
Because of widespread circulation o f the builder’s handbooks, it
seems entirely possible that George Steele could have been influenced
by the Classical Revival at this early date. M oreover, family papers
mention that Steele attended lectures in New York City on the subject
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of architecture on more than one occasion and that he accumulated
“ num erous volum es...relating to the classic architecture o f Greece
and R om e.” 30
However, his m ost profound experience with the Classical style
was yet to come. In a letter to D octor Thom as Fearn of Huntsville
from W ashington D.C. in 1835, Steele relates that experience:
I have been here three days and after seeing the University [of
Virginia] and Monticello at Charlottesville, as I passed on, I had thout
[sic] that I would be prepared to enter this city with less excitement of
feelings, but the reverse has been the fact, and to describe to you what I
felt when I first arrived where the Capital and the President’s House,
with all their sublimity, broke upon my view, would be impossible. I
have since however visited them several times, and whatever admiration
might have been at the first sight of them, it was far short of what it real
ly was on my entering these glorious monuments of our national pride.
For I was ready to fall down and worship the genius that composed
them. This no doubt you will smile at, be it so.31

From this period onward, Steele designed increasingly in the Classical
Revival style, Finding it necessary at the same time to make more fre
quent use o f builder’s pattern books.
The building which he designed for the State Bank o f A labam a,
West Side C ourt House Square, in 1835 was a true temple-form
classical building.32 Its east front matches, with one minor exception,
the structure which Benjamin Latrobe designed for the Bank of Penn
sylvania—Steele decided not to top the edifice with the low dome and
lantern which Latrobe used. Steele probably found the design for the
building in Owen Biddle’s Young Carpenter’s Assistant, where its
main front was illustrated in plate twenty-three.33 The hexastyle por
ticoes o f Ionic columns and the unornam ented entablatures are the
same. The floor plan is also curiously similar to the plan o f another
tem ple-form bank building, the first Bank o f the United States. The
plan for this structure appears in another popular handbook, John
H aviland’s Builder’s A ssistant,34 In both plans, the main entrance
opens into a vestibule flanked by private offices with a large public
space used for bank transactions beyond. Beyond that, in each case,
are stairways and rooms for the use o f bank employees. The similarity
in floor plan may be coincidental, but the exact match of the two
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building fronts definitely indicates the use o f builder’s pattern books
in this design.
Steele was also placed in charge of the actual construction of the
bank building. Entries in an old bank record book for the period show
payments to Steele for his work from 1837 to 1840. The oldest entry is
a payment for vault doors dated July 8, 1837, and receipted by Steele.
Payments continued until September 14, 1840, at which time a sum
slightly in excess o f $1000 was paid “ in full of all demands for
building the Bank house.” 35 In addition, various entries in this book
name the workmen involved in the installation of the copper roof, the
carpentry, painting, ironwork, and of course the stone and brickwork.
The total cost of the building was just over $60,000, of which approx
imately $34,000 went to Steele in return for preparation of plans,
materials furnished, and supervision.
The building was quite an undertaking for the architect, and the
results are a tribute to his talent. The foundation and facing stone
were quarried nearby, but the capitals and shafts of the columns were
shipped by barge from Baltimore, M aryland, to Triana and carried by
oxcart to Huntsville.36 The bank vault itself was also constructed of
limestone slabs, these nearly six feet thick. The steel vault door had no
com bination lock, but instead was operated by clocks which activated
the locking bolts, opening and closing the bolts at the appointed times.
The heavy timbers used in the construction o f the building were made
of poplar, and red cedar was used in the exterior woodwork because
of its resistance to decay.
In another public building, the Second Madison County C ourt
house, Steele also used the temple-form plan. The floor plan is strik
ingly similar to the plan of a church in Asher Benjam in’s Practice o f
Architecture.37 The colonade at the entrance of each building is backed by
another pair o f columns behind which is located the main entrance
doorway. A stairway is located in either corner o f the building, and
the courtroom in the Steele building corresponds to the sanctuary of
the church. A colonade in the interior set several feet away from the
side walls supports the ceiling in each building. The same Doric col
umns which Steele used in the exterior appear in plate three of Ben
jam in ’s Elements o f Architecture and in plate four of his Practical
House Carpenter ,38 The exact hexastyle portico of the building ap
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pears in plate twenty-one of Benjam in’s B uilder’s Guide ,39 The en
tablatures, with their decorated frieze and molded cornice, match
perfectly. The same use o f pilasters between windows along the long
sides of the building is present in plate fifty-four of the Practical
H ouse Carpenter, as is the continuation of the carved frieze along the
top o f the walls.40 In the interior, the row of Ionic columns which sup
ports the ceiling o f the courtroom are exactly the same as those in
plate ten of Benjam in’s Elem ents o f Architecture, even to the design
of the bases and the carvings on the capital volutes.41 The moldings of
the entablatures match perfectly the designs o f the plates, even to the
lack o f decoration of the frieze. M ost assuredly Steele used builder’s
pattern books to prepare the plans for the courthouse.
In his own home, Oaks Place, 808 Maysville Road, which he built
in 1840, Steele developed a unique residential design.42 He abandoned
the old southern tradition of the central hall bordered by two rooms
on either side. Instead, to the right of the hall, he placed a large
ballroom with fourteen-foot ceilings. In addition, he varied the floor
level o f the main storey. The smaller rooms to the left o f the hall were
located several steps above the ballroom in order that they might have
correct ceiling height for their reduced size. The dining room was
located in the basement below these smaller room s and so was given a
higher ceiling because o f the raised floor. The room was ingeniously
divided by large folding doors so that it could be used in part for a
small family dinner or enlarged for a banquet. The sleeping quarters
for guests were divided dorm itory style so that men and women could
not reach each others’ rooms except through the main hallway. This
was im portant during times when large house parties were going on,
for it prevented scandalous gossip about the possibility of rendezvous
between the guests.
U nfortunately, a great deal o f the interior trim of Oaks Place has
been replaced over the years; the stairway has been redesigned; and in
its new use as part of a church, much o f the interior detail which could
be com pared to handbooks o f the Classical Revival style has been
destroyed. However, the exterior is still largely intact. The front p o r
tico, which consists o f four columns, two square ones on the outside
corners and two Doric ones between, matches very closely the portico
illustrated in plate thirty o f Benjam in’s Practical H ouse Carpenter,
and the entablature and Doric columns are exactly the same as plate
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seven of the Elements o f Architecture, also by B enjam in.43 Thus, one
can see that George Steele had become more proficient in his craft by
the time he designed Oaks Place. He felt com fortable enough to ex
periment with unconventional room arrangements and floor levels.
Furtherm ore, he was designing only to please himself and his family,
not for a client. Therefore, he was able to attem pt the out-of-theordinary without fear of the plan’s rejection.

The remodeling o f the Fearn home, 517 Franklin Street, which
Steele undertook in 1847 also shows the influence o f the Classical
Revival style.44 Though the original residence was Federal, and though
the addition manages to retain the Federal flavor, overtones o f the
Classical Revival are skillfully blended with the original into an in
tegrated whole. The addition consisted of the front porch and two
parlors with two bedroom s above. Pilasters were added to the
residence to divide the space between the windows, and interior and
exterior trim were done in the classical manner. The simple Doric
order o f the front porch matches exactly the order illustrated in plates
three, seven, eight, and nine o f Benjam in’s Elements o f Architecture
and in plate four of his Practical H ouse Carpenter ,45 The parlor
fireplace matches exactly a plate in Biddle’s Young Carpenter’s A ssis
tant, except for m inor variations in the detail of carved decorations.46
These variations can be understood by realizing the skill necessary to
complete the mantel as Biddle illustrated it. It is highly unlikely that a
woodcarver o f the talent necessary to produce the mantel illustrated
could be found in Huntsville, or indeed anywhere outside o f the
larger, older cities of the coast.
The stairs o f the rear porch were probably the original interior
stairs of the house. When later remodelings involved the construction
of a Victorian stairway, the original stairs were removed to the porch.
The stair brackets found on the exterior stairs are very similar to
brackets found in H aviland’s B uilder’s A ssistant.47
An even more effective and imaginative blending o f the Federal
and Classical Revival styles was accomplished in the Pope-Spragins
House, 403 Echols Avenue, which Steele remodeled in 1848.48 The col
umns which he added are Doric o f the type illustrated by Benjamin in
plate five o f his Practical House Carpenter .49 The transom which he
installed above the front door is a squared version of the semicircular

11

Published by LOUIS, 1983

9

Huntsville Historical Review, Vol. 13 [1983], No. 1, Art. 3
glass illustrated in plate sixteen o f Benjam in’s N ew Systems o f A r 
chitecture.50 However, Steele added trim around the main entrance
and on the entablature which was not Classical Revival, but Federal,
and was obviously intended to make the two styles more compatible.
He was extremely successful in the com bination, creating a house of
dignity and grace.
An examination of the works of George Steele indicates his
growth as an architect. Though he began his career designing and ex
ecuting buildings in the Federal style, he found the Classical Revival
style to be more to his liking. He relied heavily on pattern books when
he began to create in the new style, creating at first buildings which
drew greatly upon the works o f others. However, he became more im
aginative with practice and further study and succeeded adm irably at
his craft in the design of his own home, Oaks Place, and in the
remodeling o f the Fearn home and the Pope-Spragins home.
In order to assess the contributions made by George Steele to the
architecture o f the Huntsville area, one might look at the construction
o f the period following his death to see the extent of his influence over
the design o f those buildings. However, this m ethod has its shortcom 
ings because o f the events o f the years following Steele’s death. With
the coming o f the Civil W ar and Reconstruction, the fortunes based
upon the slave economy of the South were lost. Few Southerners had
the means to build homes, so the am ount of construction was natural
ly somewhat limited. M oreover, the buildings which were built were
usually fram e dwellings constructed with such small budgets that they
could not fairly be com pared with the houses o f George Steele. In ad
dition, the houses built during Reconstruction which remain today
have been altered to a degree that makes com parison difficult.
Instead, a fairer way to evaluate Steele might be to look at his
works from a m odern viewpoint. Over one hundred years after they
were built, his buildings, with few exceptions, stand as strong as they
did when they were new. Steele built his buildings to last. The design
o f his buildings is still considered excellent; in fact, they are as
desirable today as they were when they were first constructed. In his
buildings, Steele left a record o f the development o f architectural
trends as a small Southern frontier town in the early nineteenth cen
tury became a thriving cultural center by m idcentury. The works of
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G eo rg e Steele are excellent, not only from a historical perspective, but
also because o f their design; they are powerful in their simplicity and
eleg a n t because o f their correct proportion.
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Haviland, plate 149
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Haviland, plate 117
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Young Carpenter’s Assistant, plate 42
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Builder’s Guide, plate 21
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Practical House Carpenter, plate 4
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Practical H ouse Carpenter, plate 30
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Practical House Carpenter, plate 5
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Elements o f Architecture, plate 10
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Elements o f Architecture, plate 9
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Elements o f Architecture, plate 8
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Elements o f Architecture, plate 7
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GLOSSARY OF A RCHITECTURAL TERMS
architrave, the lowermost part of the entablature located immediately
above the columns of a colonnade.
base, the lowermost part of a column.
capital, the upperm ost part of a column directly below the architrave.
colonnade, a series o f columns set at regular intervals supported by a
roof.
cornice, the uppermost part of the entablature which supports the
edge o f the roof.
entablature, the part of a classical building between the top of the
columns and the roof.
frieze, the center part of the entablature which may be decorated with
carvings.
hexastyle, consisting of six columns.
pilaster, flat rectangular architectural device attached to a wall. It has
a base, shaft, and capital and looks like a flattened column.
portico, a porch with a roof supported by a row of columns.
shaft, the cylindrical part of the column located between the capital
and base.
temple-form building, a building resembling the ancient classical
temples with colonnades along either or both short walls or com 
pletely surrounding the structure.
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